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PRODUCT CANISTER DISPENSING
APPARATUS AND METHOD THEREFOR

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATION

This application claims priority under 35 USC 119(e) to
U.S. provisional Application Ser. No. 60/879,642 filed on
Jan. 10, 2007, U.S. provisional Application Ser. No. 60/879,
757 filed on Jan. 10, 2007, U.S. provisional Application Ser.
No. 60/879,741 filed on Jan. 10, 2007 and U.S. provisional
Application Ser. No. 60/879,754 filed on Jan. 10, 2007, and
which are incorporated herein by reference.

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present invention relates generally to a beverage vend-
ing or dispensing apparatus, and more particularly to a prod-
uct canister within the apparatus for dispensing dry product
for mixing with liquid to produce a mixed beverage.

BACKGROUND

Many consumers purchase hot beverages from vending
machines. These vending machines often contain a variety of
coffee and chocolate drinks as well as other hot drinks. Often,
specialty drinks such as lattes, cappuccinos or espressos are
served in the vending machines.

Some prior art vending machines mix a dry beverage mix
and hot water in a cup located in a general receiving area by
adding the hot water to the dry mix and allowing the agitation
from the pouring action of the hot fluid to dissolve the mixture
into the fluid. While this usually dissolves simple soluble
mixes, the pouring action is insufficient to thoroughly dis-
solve amore complex mix, thereby leaving a residue of mix at
the bottom of the cup. Additionally, this method does not
provide for a frothing action to produce a creme that is com-
mon to such drinks as lattes, cappuccinos or espressos.

Other prior art vending machines mix the dry beverage mix
and the hot water within the vending machine. These
machines provide some sort of mixing chamber in the vend-
ing machine to aid in ensuring that the mix is properly dis-
solved into solution. However, these previous mixing appa-
ratuses have been unable to provide a sufficient froth that
might compare to such beverages obtained from a conven-
tional coffee vending merchant. Specifically, the prior art
used a smooth mixing chamber and a stirring mechanism
such as an impeller to stir the mix. However, this method also
failed to provide the agitation sufficient to produce a suitable
froth or creme.

In some of these beverage dispensing machines, the dry
beverage mix is held within a product container or canister.
Traditionally, such a dry mix product container used to dis-
pense dry mixes or products, such as coffee, premix (e.g.,
chocolate, cappuccino, French vanilla, or other dry products)
utilizes a single mixing wheel agitator to keep the product
loose and lifted. However, in such containers, the product
gram throw is not consistent as the level of product in the
product container is reduced.

Prior art vending machines are typically designed to oper-
ate within a specific input operating voltage (or range). The
two most common input voltages are 120 VAC and 230 VAC.
Inmost cases, this does not present a problem, however when
the vending machine requires hot water and utilizes a hot
water tank therein, problems arise. Notably, the vending
machine must be manufactured with a hot water heater ele-
ment operable for the desired input voltage. Thus, in these
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cases, two fairly different machines are manufactured under
different model or part numbers. This disadvantageously only
allows a given vending machine to be utilized for a specific
input voltage. As a result, multiple models of the same
machine are manufactured for each input voltage range, and
when manufactured to one input voltage, additional extensive
modifications are usually necessary to convert the vending
machine to utilize another input voltage.

When different cup sizes are available for dispensing of
beverages from a beverage vending apparatus, prior art selec-
tion processes and user interfaces have generally required that
the customer input the desired size of the cup. This compli-
cates the customer selection process and can cause and addi-
tional problems when a customer inputs one size of cup to the
vending apparatus, but places a smaller size cup in the receiv-
ing area (overflow and spillage). Furthermore, if multiple cup
sizes are desired, this requires additional input means, such as
additional user interface buttons and logic.

Accordingly, there are needed improved methods, systems
and apparatus for mixing a dry product mix and liquid within
avending machine or beverage dispenser to produce a mixed
liquid having an improved and suitable froth or creme. Also,
there is needed an improved dry product container and dis-
pensing method for dispensing the dry product that increases
product gram throw consistency during dispensing. Addi-
tional manufacturing efficiencies and vending machines are
needed to allow a particular vending machine to operate using
one of multiple common input operating voltages with little
or no modification necessary when a particular one of the
input voltages will be used. Further, there is needed a cus-
tomer selection process, method and vending apparatus that
automatically detects a size of a cup desired to receive the
dispensed beverage for simplifying the selection process and
reducing potential problems associated with manual cus-
tomer inputting of a cup size to the vending apparatus.

SUMMARY

In accordance with one embodiment, there is provided a
product dispensing apparatus for use in a vending apparatus.
The product dispensing apparatus includes a product canister
body defining an interior volume for holding a product mix
and having an outlet. The apparatus further includes a dis-
pensing mechanism for dispensing a portion of the product
mix through the outlet, and a plurality of agitators positioned
within the interior volume of the product canister body for
displacing at least a portion of the product mix within the
product canister body in response to actuation of the plurality
of agitators.

In accordance with another embodiment, there is provided
a method of dispensing dry product mix from a product can-
ister. The method includes storing dry product mix within an
interior volume of a body of the product canister. A first
agitator positioned within the interior volume and contacting
the dry product mix is activated and a second agitator posi-
tioned within the interior volume and contacting the dry prod-
uct mix is activated. A portion of the dry product mix within
the interior volume is dispensed through an outlet within the
body of the product canister.

In yet another embodiment, there is provided a vending
system for providing a mixed beverage. The vending system
includes a customer order system operable for receiving a
customer order for a mixed beverage. A dry beverage mix
product dispensing apparatus stores dry beverage mix therein
and is operable for dispensing a predetermined portion of the
dry beverage mix. The system further includes a mixing
chamber for mixing liquid and the predetermined dry bever-
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age mix portion dispensed from the product canister into a
mixed beverage, and a discharge outlet from the mixing
chamber to dispense the mixed beverage into a customer
receptacle. The dry beverage product dispensing apparatus
further includes a product canister body defining an interior
volume for holding the dry beverage mix and an outlet. This
apparatus further includes a dispensing mechanism for dis-
pensing a portion of the dry beverage mix through the outlet,
and a plurality of agitators positioned within the interior
volume of the product canister body for displacing at least a
portion of the product mix within the product canister body in
response to actuation of the plurality of agitators.

Other technical features may be readily apparent to one
skilled in the art from the following figures, descriptions, and
claims.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

For a more complete understanding of the present inven-
tion, and the advantages thereof, reference is now made to the
following descriptions taken in conjunction with the accom-
panying drawings, wherein like numbers designate like
objects, and in which:

FIG. 1 illustrates the exterior of a typical beverage dis-
penser in which the subject matter of the present disclosure
may be utilized;

FIG. 2 illustrates the interior of a typical beverage dis-
penser shown in FIG. 1;

FIG. 3 illustrates a close up view of the mixing area and
whipping chambers;

FIG. 4 illustrates more detailed diagram of the mixing and
whipping chambers;

FIG. 5A illustrates the whipping chamber in more detail;

FIG. 5B illustrates the exterior view of the backside of the
whipping chamber;

FIGS. 6A and 6B illustrate the mixing chamber side and
the motor side, respectively, of one embodiment of an impel-
ler in accordance with the present disclosure;

FIGS. 7A and 7B illustrate a cross-sectional side view
(FIG. 7A) and an exploded perspective view (FIG. 7B) illus-
trating various components of one embodiment of the product
container or canister shown in FIGS. 2 and 3);

FIGS. 8A and 8B illustrate the mixing chamber side and
the motor side, respectively, of another embodiment of an
impeller in accordance with the present disclosure;

FIGS. 9A and 9B illustrate the mixing chamber side and
the motor side, respectively, of an alternative embodiment of
an impeller in accordance with the present disclosure;

FIGS. 10A, 10B and 10C, illustrate a front (chamber side)
perspective view (FIG. 10A), a front (chamber side) view
(FIG. 10B) and a cross-sectional view (FIG. 10C) along line
A-A of FIG. 10B, of another embodiment of an impeller in
accordance with the present disclosure;

FIG. 11 is ablock diagram illustrating various components
and systems within the vending apparatus;

FIGS. 12A, 12B and 12C illustrate in more detail a per-
spective (FIG. 12A), a front (FIG. 12B) and a side view (FIG.
12C) of the dual heater element shown in FIG. 11;

FIG. 13A illustrates a more detailed diagram of the front
(user interface) of an example vending apparatus;

FIGS. 13B and 13C illustrates the front (user interface) of
an example vending apparatus at two respective points during
an example customer selection and vending process; and

FIG. 14 shows a basic method of a customer selection and
beverage vending process 1400 in accordance with the
present disclosure.
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4
DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The present disclosure describes a device that whips an
unwhipped fluid/dry beverage mix or fluid slurry into a
whipped, mixed beverage. Upon receiving the unwhipped
fluid slurry into a whipping chamber, an impeller rotates at
sufficient speed such that cavitations are created near inden-
tations located in the wall of the whipping chamber. The
cavitations are caused by a low pressure region near the
interface between the indentations and the chamber wall,
resulting in greater fluid mixing and creating a foaming or
frothing action within the fluid. The froth is desirable when
the fluid is intended to be a hot, whipped beverage such as hot
chocolate or a specialized coffee drink.

The present disclosure further describes a dry product dis-
penser container having multiple agitators to maintain the dry
product within the dispenser in a loose and lifted state. The
use of multiple agitators distributes the product more evenly
for a more consistent product throw and evacuation. This
increases the effective product capacity thereby reducing the
service frequency for refill.

The present disclosure additionally describes a hot water
tank heater element and system that is capable of operating
using two different voltage ranges (e.g. 120 VAC and 230
VAC ranges). The heater element includes multiple separate
elements—one operable at a predetermined wattage using
120 VAC and one operable at a predetermined wattage using
230 VAC. This allows vending machines (that include hot
water tanks) to be assembled without variations in the manu-
facturing line, and a customer may use the same vending
machine (with minor modification) whether the power source
is 120 VAC or 230 VAC.

The present disclosure also describes methods and appa-
ratus for detecting placement of a cup within the dispensing
area (to receive a dispensed beverage into the cup) and dif-
ferentiation between cup sizes. Upon detection of the cup
placement and/or cup size, feedback is provide to the cus-
tomer via keypad or pushbuttons to indicate all the available
selections (e.g., not available because drink is “sold out” or
unavailable for the cup size selected), and after selection,
indicating the actual chosen selection. For multiple cup size
vending machines, the customer no longer needs to select cup
size as per the traditional drink selection process—the cus-
tomer simply places the cup (the size of cup chosen by the
customer), chooses the drink selection, and the vending
machine automatically fills the cup with the appropriate
amount.

Now turning to FIG. 1, there is illustrated an exterior view
of a typical beverage dispenser or vending apparatus 100 in
which the methods, apparatus and systems of the present
disclosure may be utilized. Other dispenser or vending appa-
ratus and configurations may be provided which may include
additional, fewer and/or different components and elements.

During a typical vend operation, a customer will insert
coins (or bills or their equivalent) into a slot 105 and select a
particular type of drink using a selection means or apparatus
110. As will be appreciated, the slot 105 may be in the form of
a paper bill acceptor or equivalent or similar device. Other
devices may be included to accept payment from the cus-
tomer (e.g., credit/debit card slot, etc.). It will be understood
that a typical vend operation may also include a free vending/
dispensing (no payment required) and/or payment at a difter-
ent location (such as a counter, before or after vending). In
such cases, no payment system will or needs to be included
with the vending apparatus and may be omitted.

The selection apparatus 110 is shown in the form of an
alpha-numeric keypad 110, however other components/
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forms and methods of customer selection may be utilized,
including a set of push-buttons, a touchscreen, and the like.
Other input devices may be utilized. When the vending appa-
ratus is in the form of a mixed beverage dispenser, once the
drink is selected, the beverage is mixed utilizing the methods
and apparatus described herein and the whipped drink is
dispensed into a container/cup positioned in the beverage
receiving area 120, where the customer retrieves the beverage
from the vending apparatus (beverage dispenser) 100. Other
types of vending apparatus or dispensers may be utilized,
wherein various products (drinks, candy, snacks, etc.) may be
dispensed.

Now turning to FIG. 2, there is shown the interior of the
beverage dispenser 100. The beverage dispenser 100 includes
a beverage mix 230 stored within a beverage mix container
232. In one embodiment, the beverage mix 230 is a dry mix,
but in other embodiments, the beverage mix may be a wet
miX, pre-mix slurry, and the like. When a customer places an
order for a beverage using the selection apparatus 110, a
beverage cup corresponding to the selected beverage is deliv-
ered from a cup storage unit 240 into a drink dispensing area
235. Alternatively, the customer may obtain a cup from a cup
dispenser or other area located adjacent or external (not
shown) to the vending apparatus 100 and positions the cup in
the drink dispensing area 235. This alternative arrangement is
described in more detail further below.

An electronic controller (not specifically shown in FIG. 2)
ports hot water from the water storage tank (not shown)
within the dispenser 100 into a mixing chamber 225 through
line 305 (see FIG. 3). The beverage mix 230 is also delivered
to the mixing chamber 225 and mixed therein with the hot
water. As will be appreciated, liquids other than hot water, or
liquids in addition to hot water, may be delivered into the
mixing chamber 225.

In one embodiment, prior to the hot water entering the
mixing chamber 225, an impeller 20 (see FIG. 4) therein is
activated and begins to rotate. The impeller 20 rotates prior to
the beverage mix 230 porting into the mixing chamber 225,
325 and the initial in-rush of hot water provides for a “wash-
ing” action within the mixing chamber 225. After the first
in-rush of hot water, the beverage mix 230 corresponding to
the selected beverage is delivered from the beverage mix
storage container 232 into a whipping chamber inlet 220 via
a chute 233. The chute 233 collects and directs the beverage
mix 230 into the inlet 220 thereby preventing the beverage
mix 230 from spraying or spilling into the main components
of the dispenser 100. When the beverage mix 230 enters the
mixing chamber 220 and comes into contact with the hot
water and the impeller 20 within the whipping chamber 225,
it becomes an unwhipped fluid slurry. As the unwhipped fluid
slurry is stirred by the impeller 20, pressure is generated
within the whipping chamber 225 and the mixed fluid is
discharged through an output hose or line 215 into the waiting
cup in the beverage dispenser 235. When output, the mixed
fluid is now a whipped fluid slurry.

FIG. 3 illustrates a close up view of the mixing area and the
whipping chamber. The dry beverage mix 330 (identified by
reference numeral 230 in FIG. 2) is guided into the whipping
chamber inlet 320 (220 in FIG. 2) by the product chute 333
(233 in FIG. 2). As described above, hot water enters the
mixing chamber 220 via the port 305. The impeller 20 begins
to rotate upon receiving an order and when the mix and water
or the unwhipped fluid slurry enters the whipping chamber
325 (225 in FIG. 2), the impeller (not visible here) begins to
stir or whip the unwhipped fluid slurry into a whipped or
mixed combination. The mixed combination is discharged
through discharge tube 315 (215 in FIG. 2). The discharge
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tube 315 carries the mixed fluid slurry into the beverage
receiving area 335 (235 in FIG. 2) for the customer to receive
the ordered beverage. Depending on the drink associated with
the particular mix, a restrictor 310 may be added to the outlet
of the whipping chamber 325, or placed along the discharge
tube 315 to generate back pressure in the whipping chamber
325. As will be shown later, this back pressure will cause a
greater formation of creme to occur.

Now turning to FIG. 4, there is shown a more detailed
diagram of the mixing and whipping chambers and various
component parts. The beverage mix 230, 330 enters the mix-
ing chamber 225, 325 through the chute 233, 333 into an
exhaust vent cap 12. An exhaust port 32 is provided to allow
excess steam from the hot water/impeller action to escape
from the chamber away from the dry mix and the chute 233,
333. This reduces caking of the beverage mix 230, 330 at or
near the chute area.

A mixing bowl 14 is located directly underneath the
exhaust cap 12. Hot water enters via the line 305 through a
water inlet 30 and combines with the dry beverage mix 230,
330 in the mixing bowl 14 which becomes the unwhipped
fluid slurry. The unwhipped fluid slurry then enters into the
whipping chamber 16 (225, 335 in FIGS. 2 and 3) through an
inlet 15 via both gravity and a vacuum drag created by the
impeller operation in the whipping chamber 16. As will be
appreciated, the inlet 15 may be considered a portion of the
whipping chamber 16.

Though the mixing bowl 14 and whipping chamber 16 are
shown in the Figures as separate components, they may be
combined into a single component (constructed of polypro-
pylene or other suitable material) and provide the same func-
tions as the two separate components.

As the unwhipped fluid slurry enters the whipping chamber
16, the water and dry beverage mix are whipped or stirred by
the impeller 20. The impeller 20 is connected to a whipper
motor 26 through a hole in a mounting block 24 and a mount-
ing base 22. The mounting base 22 creates a seal with the
motor 26 (and its shaft) and the whipping impeller 20. Two
screw caps 18 are inserted into the mounting block 24 in order
to firmly attach the mounting base 22 to the whipping motor
26.

The whipping chamber 16 further includes one or more
indentations (identified by reference numeral 520 in FIG. 5)
located in the interior surface of the whipping chamber 16
closest to the impeller surface. In the preferred embodiment,
as the impeller 20 reaches its intended speed, the rotation of
the fluid begins to reach the speed of the impeller 20. The
rotation creates a low pressure region within the whipping
chamber 16 nearest to the mixing bowl 14 and causes
unwhipped fluid slurry in the mixing bowl 14 to be drawn into
the whipping chamber 16. This causes the pressure interior to
the whipping chamber 16 (but near the interface between the
impeller 20 and chamber wall) to rise as more unwhipped
fluid slurry is pulled into the whipping chamber. When the
rapidly rotating, higher pressure fluid slurry passes near the
interface between the indentations 520 and the whipping
chamber 16, alow pressure region near the interface is created
due to the indentations 520, which causes cavitations to occur
within the fluid.

These cavitations have a two fold effect. First, they cause a
greater sheering effect of the fluid slurry than would occur
just from the rotating fluid. This sheering effect in turn
enhances dissolving and mixing the dry beverage mix 230,
330 in the water. Additionally, the cavitations can create a
bubbling or foaming effect in the fluid mixture, which may be
desirable for creating the creme or froth needed in serving
certain hot beverages. However, those skilled in the art will
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understand that should frothing not be desirable, the speed of
the impeller, or size of the indentations 520 may be adjusted
s0 as to maintain the sheering effect preventing the cavita-
tions.

The impeller 20 may rotate at various speeds, from
approximately 8,500 to 17,000 revolutions per minute
(RPM), within the whipping chamber 16, depending on a
variety of factors including the design of the indentation 520,
the type of drink and impeller design. It is important to note
that the relationship between the rotational speed of the
impeller 20 and the size and shape of the indentations 520 are
determined so that cavitation occurs within the whipping
chamber 16. A slower impeller rotation may be used with a
different indentation configuration and achieve the same
result. The same holds true for a higher impeller revolution
rate. Those skilled in the art will understand that higher
speeds will exaggerate the effect of the present invention and
cause more creme or froth to be created, but will also work at
lower speeds. In one embodiment, the impeller operates at
least about 13,000 rpms.

As the whipping impeller 20 rotates in the whipping cham-
ber 16, the mixed fluid is discharged through an outlet or
output 28 due to the higher pressure within the whipping
chamber 16 compared to the lower pressure region exterior to
the whipping chamber 16.

For a specific type of specialty drink, it may be desirable to
increase the time that the fluid is in contact with the impeller/
indentation combination. In such case, the pressure interior to
the whipping chamber 16 can be increased by placing a
restrictor 38 (310 in FIG. 3) at the outlet 28 or within or on the
discharge line 215, 315. This increase in pressure is not great
enough to reduce any cavitations and increases the contact
time between the fluid and the impeller 20 and indentations
520 to create a greater amount of cavitations thereby creating
extra creme or froth for the drink.

The chamber 16 as shown in FIG. 4 may be utilized for a
specialty drink such as an espresso type drink, and the output
restrictor 38 maintains the interior whipping pressure suffi-
ciently high to ensure that the discharged product has a suf-
ficient amount of creme. However, those skilled in the art will
understand that a restrictor is not necessary, but may be uti-
lized to enhance the frothing or creme produced.

Now turning to FIG. 5A, the whipping or mixing chamber
(the term “whipping” and “mixing” may be used interchange-
ably herein) is illustrated in greater detail. The mixing cham-
ber 500 (225, 335, 16) includes an inlet 501 and a whipping
chamber 510. Within the whipping chamber 510 are the one
or more indentations 520 and an indentation in the form of a
discharge outlet 530. The indentations 520 are formed in an
interior surface 540 of the whipping chamber 510.

As mentioned above, one other effect of the cavitations is
to create a greater frothing of the mixture. Because of the
relative inelasticity of fluid as compared to a fluid/air mixture
of froth, the froth is the last to be discharged from the whip-
ping or mixing chamber. This causes the froth to be placed on
top of the beverage in the container in the receiving area 235,
335. This presents a very pleasing and appealing presentation
of the product to the consumer and is very desirable for
certain types of hot beverages that the consuming public
purchases, such as lattes, espressos and cappuccinos.

The combination of the indentations in the whipping cham-
ber, the rate of motor speed for the impeller, the impeller
configuration, and/or a restriction on the outlet, if utilized,
produces the necessary ingredients for the shearing effect and
the cavitations produced in the whipping chamber. As men-
tioned above, these combinations can be varied to produce the
same effect. The use of the indentations in the whipping
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chamber along with the motor speed impeller configurations
and restriction on the outlet, combine to achieve reliability
and throughput which allows the impeller geometry to be
bigger with a smaller pitch. Additionally, a higher degree of
quality is maintained in the dispensed fluid due to the
dynamic mixing action in the whipping chamber.

Now turning to FIG. 5B, there is shown an exterior view of
the backside of the mixing chamber 500 that includes a dis-
charge outlet 550 and a restrictor 560 (identified as reference
numeral 38 in FIG. 4) such as on the end of the discharge
outlet 550. As described above, the restrictor 560 restricts the
discharge of the fluid from the mixing chamber 500 and
creates enough back pressure to cause a greater fluid contact
time in the mixing chamber 500 while the fluid is being
rotated by the impeller.

Now turning to FIGS. 6A and 6B, there is illustrated front
(chamber side) and back (motor side) perspective views of
one embodiment of the impeller 20, identified in these Fig-
ures by reference numeral 620. The impeller 620 includes two
sets of breakers 652, 654 that are angular shaped, and which
assist in bringing the fluid up to speed by the impeller 620.
The breakers 654 are perpendicular to the breakers 652 and
provide the same function of dynamically moving the fluid.
Thus, these breakers 652, 654 assist in creating the fluid
velocity necessary to mix the slurry and create the cavitations.
The impeller 620 further includes structural supports 656 that
help support the impeller 620 during revolution. A snap detent
groove 660 allows for mechanical attachment of the impeller
arm to the whipping motor. The snap detent groove 660 has a
“D” shaped positioning registration to assist in proper align-
ment of the impeller arm to the whipping motor, and provides
positive drive while preventing the impeller 620 from slip-
ping during rotation. The flat portion of the “D” configuration
is shown by reference numeral 658.

While FIGS. 6A and 6B show one embodiment of an
impeller configuration used herein, those skilled in the art will
understand that different impeller configurations may be uti-
lized as well. Now turning to FIGS. 8A and 8B, there is
illustrated front (chamber side) and back (motor side) per-
spective views of an alternative embodiment of the impeller
20, identified in these Figures by reference numeral 62. The
impeller 62 includes a breaker 60, as shown, that assists in the
dynamic fluid movement while the remainder of the impeller
82 remains smooth. The impeller 62 may also have serrations
on its edge to assist in fluid movement.

Now turning to FIGS. 9A and 9B, there is illustrated front
(chamber side) and back (motor side) perspective views of yet
another embodiment of the impeller 20, identified in these
Figures by reference numeral 920. The impeller 920 includes
two sets of breakers 952, 954, as shown, having an angular
shape, and which assist in bringing the fluid up to speed by the
impeller 920. The breakers 954 are shown perpendicular to
the breakers 952. The impeller 920 further includes structural
supports 956 that help support the impeller 920 during revo-
lution.

As will be appreciated, the impeller 920 is substantially
similar to the impeller 620 (or the impeller 62) and includes
one or more holes or apertures 960, or cavitation mechanisms
960. The one or more cavitation mechanisms 960 are config-
ured as indentations. In one embodiment, the indentations are
configured as apertures that extend completely through the
impeller 920, while in another embodiment, they are config-
ured or formed as holes in the surface of the impeller wall or
surface 962 facing the mixing chamber 510 and do not extend
completely therethrough, and having a bottom surface
therein.
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Now turning to FIGS. 10A, 10B and 10C, there is illus-
trated a front (chamber side) perspective view (FIG. 10A), a
front (chamber side) view (FIG. 10B) and a cross-sectional
view (FIG. 10C) along line A-A of FIG. 10B, of another
embodiment of the impeller 20, identified in these Figures by
reference numeral 1000. The impeller 1000 includes a first
front surface 1010 and a second back surface 1020. The front
surface 1020 has a number of raised surfaces 1030 (four are
shown in FIGS. 10A and 10B), with each surface 1030
including an aperture or hole 1040 therein and extending
through the impeller 1000 and to the back surface 1020.
Between each of the raised surfaces 1030, and adjacent
thereto, are indentations or grooves 1050 within the front
surface 1010. As will be appreciated, the indentations or
grooves 1050 may be considered as “lowered” surfaces rela-
tive to the surfaces 1030. The impeller 1000 may further
include a central protrusion or breaker 1060, as shown, that
assists in the dynamic fluid movement generated by rotation
of the impeller 1000.

It will be understood that the impeller 920, 1000 including
the cavitation mechanisms 960, 1040 (which may be in the
form of an indentation configured as a hole or aperture) may
be utilized within the mixing chamber 500 and whipping
chamber 510 (as shown in FIG. 5) or other configuration of
the mixing chamber 500 either with or without the indenta-
tions 520 in the whipping chamber 510. In one specific
embodiment, the impeller 920, 1000 functions with the whip-
ping chamber 510 as shown in FIG. 5, and the combination of
the indentations 520 and the one or more holes or apertures
960 within the impeller 920, 1000 provide enhanced agita-
tion, turbulence, cavitations and/or shearing of the fluid slurry
resulting in a superior drink quality.

In the embodiment shown in FIGS. 9A and 9B, the one or
more holes or apertures 960 include four such cavitation
mechanisms each positioned between two adjacent breakers
952, 954. Other configurations and numbers of holes or aper-
tures 960 may be provided, consistent with the teachings
herein to provide enhanced agitation, cavitations, shearing
and/or turbulence. Similarly, in the embodiment shown in
FIGS. 10A, 10B and 10C, the one or more holes or apertures
1040 include four such cavitation mechanisms each posi-
tioned between the grooves or indentations (lowered sur-
faces) 1050. Other configurations and numbers of holes or
apertures 1040 may be provided, consistent with the teach-
ings herein to provide enhanced agitation, cavitations, shear-
ing and/or turbulence.

Now turning to FIGS. 7A and 7B, there is provided a
cross-sectional side view (FIG. 7A) and an exploded perspec-
tive view (FIG. 7B) illustrating various components of one
embodiment of the product container or canister 232 (shown
in FIGS. 2 and 3) storing the beverage mix 230, 330 (which is
hereinafter identified using reference numeral “2307).

As illustrated, the product container 232 includes a body
702 (and cover 703) that defines an interior volume 704 for
holding the beverage mix 230. The product container includes
a mechanism 706 that, when activated, dispenses a portion of
the beverage mix 230 through an outlet mechanism 708. The
dispensing mechanism 706 includes various components,
including outlet components 708, an auger or screw 710
having a spirally wound blade 712 extending along the body
of the auger 710, and drive mechanism components 720.

The components 720 provide a coupling mechanism
between the auger 710 and a drive mechanism (not shown).
When activated, the drive mechanism, such as a motor having
a driveshaft, causes the auger to rotate and the beverage mix
230 within the container 232 is driven or forced through an
outlet 714 within the body 702, through a straight tube 716
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(having a portion of the auger 710 therein) where it falls into
the chute 233, 333 and into the inlet 220, 320 of the mixing
chamber 225, 325. Alternatively, the chute 233, 333 may be
omitted when an elbow tube 218 (as shown) is utilized. In
another configuration, both the chute, 233, 333 and the elbow
tube 218 or similar components, may be used.

Within the interior volume 702 of the container 232 is a first
mixing wheel agitator 730a and a second mixing wheel agi-
tator 7306. Each agitator 730 is circular in shape and includes
a number of protrusions or teeth 732 extending around the
outer edge of the agitator wheel 730. Spindles or protrusions
(not specifically shown) on each side of the wheel agitators
730 are provided and function to hold/position the wheel
agitators in place within the container 732, yet allow them to
rotate about a fixed axis point. Various additional or different
attachment/connection means or structures and correspond-
ing structures provided inside the container 232 may be used,
as readily understood to those skilled in the art, to secure
and/or position the wheel agitators in the desired location(s).

Inthe embodiment shown in FIGS. 7A, 7B, the two agitator
wheels 730 are positioned near the bottom of the container
732 just above the auger 710. The teeth 732 of each respective
wheel agitator 730 engages with the spiral blade of the auger
710. As the auger 710 rotates, the wheel agitators 730 rotate.
It will be understood that in the embodiment shown, the auger
710 provides the drive mechanism for activating and rotating
the wheel agitators 730. In another embodiment (not shown),
one or more separate drive mechanism(s) may be utilized. In
other embodiments, one or more additional agitator wheels
730 may be used.

Each wheel agitator 730 includes one or more mixing
protrusions 734 connected thereto that may extend laterally,
radially and/or longitudinally from the wheel agitator 730. As
the wheel agitators 730 move or rotate, the protrusions 734,
along with the teeth 732, function to displace the beverage
mix 230 within lower portion of the container 232. This
displacement or movement of the beverage mix 230 within
the container 232 keeps the product loose and lifted, resulting
in a more evenly distributed product feed into the auger 710
for a more level evacuation of the product. Thus, the gram
throw of the beverage mix 230 is more consistent as the level
of the product 230 diminishes within the container 232. This
provides significant operations benefits by increasing the
effective product capacity of the container 232 and reducing
the service frequency needed to replenish the contents (bev-
erage mix 230) of the container 232. Now turning to FIG. 11,
there is provided a block diagram illustrating various compo-
nents and systems within the vending apparatus 100. Though
illustrated in a specific configuration and with specific com-
ponents, other configurations and additional or different com-
ponents are contemplated and may be used.

Electrical power (Power In or line voltage) is received at
two line voltage input terminals and supplied from an elec-
trical power source (not shown) such as an alternating current
(AC) voltage source. A power supply 1102 (e.g., a switching
power supply) converts the AC line voltage to direct current
(DC) voltage and supplies the resulting DC voltage to devices
and components within the vending apparatus 100. As will be
appreciated, most of the motors, circuitry and other devices
are designed to operate at 24 VDC, though other operating
voltages may be utilized.

Though not shown, the vending apparatus 100 includes a
hot water tank that supplies hot water (or other liquids) for use
in the vending process. The AC line voltage also powers a
heater 1104 for heating water in the tank. The line voltage is
coupled to a first heater input terminal 1103« and a second
heater input terminal 11035. These two terminals supply the
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line voltage to the heater 1104. Other components may be
included that condition or operate on the line voltage, such as
a main switch, fuse(s) and a line voltage filter (none shown).

The heater 1104 includes a first heating element 1180 that
operates at a first voltage or voltage range (first operating
voltage) and a second heating element 1182 that operates at a
second voltage or voltage range (second operating voltage).
Inone specific embodiment, the first element 1180 operates at
230 VAC (or within the normal operating range for 230 VAC)
while the second element 1182 operates at 120 VAC (or
within the normal operating range for 120 VAC). In one
embodiment, the intended first operating voltage is between
about 210-240 VAC while the intended second operating
voltage between about 100-130 VAC. The rated wattage for
each element 1180, 1182 may be the same or different. In one
example, the first element 1180 provides 2000 watts at 230
VAC and the second element 1182 provides 1250 watts at 120
VAC.

The configuration of the line voltage electrical system and
the use of a heater with dual elements each operating (normal
operation) at different voltages or voltage ranges allows the
vending apparatus 100 to be manufactured without variation
in components and enables dual voltage source operation
(e.g., line voltage supply is either 120 VAC or 230 VAC or
within these normal ranges). When it is desired for the vend-
ing apparatus to operate using 230 VAC (line voltage), the
terminals (1180a, 11806) of the first heating element 1180 are
connected to the terminals 11034, 11035, while the terminals
(1182a, 1182b) of the second heating element 1182 remain
disconnected. Similarly, to operate using 120 VAC (line volt-
age), the terminals (1182a, 11825) of the second heating
element 1182 are connected to the terminals 1103a, 11035,
while the terminals (1180a, 11805) of the first heating ele-
ment 1180 remain disconnected. This is illustrated by the two
sets of dotted lines in FIG. 11. Thus, the two sets of terminals
1180a, 11805 and 1182a, 11825 are interchangeably con-
nectable to the terminals 11034, 11035—in response to the
desired operating voltage.

To accomplish connection of one or the other, the terminals
11034, 11035 may be coupled to a flexible wiring harness
having a predetermined connector configuration. Meanwhile,
the terminals 11804, 11805 and terminals 1182a, 11825 will
having a corresponding connector 1186 and 1190, respec-
tively (see FIGS. 124-12C) for mating with the connector
associated with terminals 1103a, 11035. Depending on the
value of the line voltage, the connections to the appropriate
terminals (1180a/11805 or 11824/11825) would be made.

As shown in FIG. 11, a triac (triode for alternating current)
1108 is connected between the line voltage and the terminal
11035. The triac 1108 provides a low voltage switch to turn
on/off the heater 1104. A fuse circuit 1106 may also be pro-
vided in line with one of the terminals 1182a, 11825 of the
second heating element 1182. As will be appreciated, con-
nection of the 240 VAC heating element to 120 VAC line
voltage will not likely damage the heating element, however,
connection of the 120 VAC heating element to 230 VAC line
may cause damage to the heating element. For example, a
fifteen amp fuse (rated to blow if the first operating voltage is
applied to the second heating element 1182) may be included,
as shown, for overcurrent/overvoltage protection. The fuse
circuit 1106 may be included within the heating element 1182
or constructed as a separate component connected between
the respective terminals.

Use of the dual element heater 1104 in a vending apparatus
as described herein provides several benefits. First, a manu-
facturer of the vending apparatus may assemble all machines
(whether for 120 VAC or 230 VAC line voltages) without
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variation. Second, an owner or customer (of the vending
apparatus) may order, obtain, and use the same vending appa-
ratus for different markets (e.g., 120 VAC or 230 VAC), and
switch from one market to another market with minimal
change. Other advantages and benefits may be readily appar-
ent to those skilled in the art.

Now turning to FIGS. 12A, 12B and 12C, there are illus-
trated a perspective (FIG. 12A), a front (FIG. 12B) and a side
view (FIG. 12C) of the dual heater 1104.

The heating element 1180 includes a resistive heater ele-
ment, lead wires 1184 (conductors) and a lead connector
1186. The lead connector 1186 houses the terminals 11804,
11805. The heating element 1182 includes a resistive heater
element, lead wires 1188 (electrical conductors) and a lead
connector 1190. The lead connector 1190 houses the termi-
nals 1182a, 11825. The dual heater device 1104 includes a
bulkhead connector mechanism 1192 for securing the dual
heater through, and to, a wall of the hot water tank.

As will be appreciated, prior to operation and depending on
the rated line voltage for use with the vending apparatus 100,
one of the lead connectors 1186, 1190 (with its respective
terminals) is coupled to the line voltage terminals 1103a,
11035. The terminals and connectors are configured so that
only one lead connector may be connected to the terminals
11034, 11035 at anytime. When 230 VAC mode of operation
is desired, the lead connector 1186 is connected (and the other
lead connector 1190 is left disconnected) to the line voltage
terminals 11034, 11035. When 120 VAC mode of operation is
desired, the lead connector 1190 is connected (and the other
lead connector 1186) is left disconnected). In the 230 VAC
mode, the first heater element 1180 receives electrical power
and heats (when activated) water in the tank. In the 110 VAC
mode, the second heater element receives electrical power
and heats (when activated) water in the tank. It will be under-
stood that one of the connectors 1186, 1190 may be directly
connected to the terminals 11034, 11035 or a separate device
with two electrical conductors (e.g., a harness having two
connectors) may be connected between one of the connectors
1186, 1190 and the terminals 1103a, 11035, to provide the
electrical connection between the heating element 1180 or
1182 and the line voltage (through the terminals 1103aq,
11035). Such devices may include wires, one or more
mechanical, electro-mechanical or electrical switches, or a
device operable to sense the line voltage and function to
selectively provide electrical connection between the appro-
priate heating and the line voltage (e.g., voltage sensor/
switch), and the like. Such devices function to electrically
connect one of the heating elements to the line voltage while
disconnecting the other.

In one embodiment (not shown), a voltage detector is pro-
vide to detect the magnitude of the line voltage and for oper-
ating a switch that selectively connects the appropriate heat-
ing element to the line voltage. This switch may be a three-
position switch that provides one of the following: no
connection to the line voltage, connection between the heat-
ing element 1180 and the line voltage, or connection between
the heating element 1182 and the line voltage. Alternatively,
the vending apparatus 100 may be programmed (such as
using the controller 1110) immediately prior to operation at
the place of setup (through the customer keypad interface or
other input device) with the value of the line voltage that the
vending apparatus will utilize. Once input, the vending appa-
ratus determines the heating element to utilize. Prior to pro-
gramming, the heating elements 1180, 1182 would be discon-
nected and after programming, the proper heating element
would be connected to the line voltage.



US 8,070,019 B2

13

The dual heater 1104 is operable for generating heat (e.g.
for heating water or other liquid in a tank) using a first heating
element when line voltage to the vending apparatus is at a first
operating voltage (or voltage range) and using a different and
separate heating element when line voltage to the vending
apparatus is at a second operating voltage (or voltage range).
The first operating and second operating voltages are differ-
ent, and in one specific embodiment, are 230 VAC and 120
VAC. Inother words, one of heating elements—either 1180 or
1182—is connected to the line voltage depending on whether
a 230 VAC or 120 VAC line voltage will power the vending
apparatus 100.

Though not shown specifically, the heater 1104 (and the
two heating elements) passes through a single opening within
a wall of the tank. Two openings may be used, if desired,
though the configuration of the heater shown in the Figures is
beneficial in that it allows a single opening to be used.

Turning back to FIG. 11, the vending apparatus 100 further
includes a controller 1110, an interface 1112, a customer
input device or keypad 1114, and a container detection
mechanism that detects the size of a container placed within
in the dispensing or receiving area 120, 235.

The controller 1110 provides control and vending process-
ing functions. The controller 1110 may typically include a
processor and associated circuitry (not shown). It will be
understood that various hardware and firmware/software may
be used by those skilled in the art to construct the controller
1110 in order to provide any necessary or inherent function-
ality, or express functionality described herein.

The interface 1112 includes circuitry that responds to con-
trol signals received from the controller 1110 and activates
and controls one or more devices or components, such as the
triac 1108 (for activating the water heater element 1104),
augers 1140 (for dispensing dry mix), whippers 1142 (for
whipping a slurry mix), water valves 1144 (for supplying
water) and a dispense head 1146 (for dispensing the selected
beverage into a container or cup).

The customer input device 1114 receives selection and
other input information from a customer during a vend opera-
tion. The customer input device 1114 may also control one or
more external panel/display lights 1116 visible to the cus-
tomer. For example, the lights 1116 may illuminate one or
more buttons or specific input mechanisms of the input device
1114. One or more dispensing area lights 1118 positioned to
illuminate the beverage cup receiving area 1120 (120, 235)
may be controlled by the customer input device 1114. Alter-
natively, the controller 1110 may control directly (or indi-
rectly) the external panel/display lights 1116 and the lights
1118.

Positioned proximate the beverage cup receiving area 1120
(120, 235) are a plurality of sensors 1122. Each sensor 1122
includes an emitter 1122a for emitting light and a detector
11225 for detecting the emitted light. Each emitter 1122 emits
alight beam that is directed to and received by its correspond-
ing detector 112256. The emitter/detector sensor pairs 1122
detect the presence/absence of an object within the receiving
area 1120 (120, 235). The term “light” may include visible,
non-visible or other electromagnetic radiation. Though one
specific embodiment of the sensors is shown, other types of
sensors may be used to detect the cup placement and cup size.

More specifically, the plurality of emitter/detector pairs
1122 function to detect container/cup size. In the embodiment
shown in FIG. 11, three pairs are shown, though two or more
pairs may be utilized. With use of the detectors 1122, various
sizes of containers/cups placed within the receiving 1120
(120, 235) below the dispensing head 1146 may be detected
or determined.
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A first pair (lower) positioned below the other two pairs
functions to detect a “small” cup size. A second pair (middle)
functions to detect a “medium” cup size, while a third pair
functions to detect a “large” cup size. The term “size” gener-
ally refers to the volume or capacity of the cup. Different cup
sizes may be detected by detecting different dimension(s) of
the cup. In the embodiment shown, one of three possible cup
height is detected, thus denoting a small, medium or large
capacity cup. In other embodiments, different or additional
dimensions may be detected, such as width (width of cup
denoting capacity). Depending on the size of the cup, light
emitted from the emitters of one, two or all three sensors is
blocked which prevents reception by the corresponding
detector. Depending on which sensors detect blockage, the
appropriate cup size may be ascertained.

Now turning to FIG. 13A, there is illustrated a more
detailed diagram of'the front of an example vending apparatus
100. The customer input device 110 includes multiple selec-
tion buttons (for Selections 1 through 8). Other buttons may
be included. The buttons include functionality for illumina-
tion of the button (or a point near the button). In this Figure,
the buttons are shown as not illuminated. These buttons gen-
erally form part of the panel/display lights 1116 shown in
FIG. 11. Positioned adjacent the vending apparatus 100 are a
first stack of cups including a plurality of “small” capacity
cups 1302 and a second stack of cups including a plurality of
“large” capacity cups 1304. Additional “medium” capacity
cups (not shown) may also be provided.

The receiving area 1120 (120, 235) is shown with three
pairs of sensors 1122, with each pair including an emitter
11224 and a detector 11225.

Now turning to FIG. 13B, there is illustrated the same
example vending apparatus 100 shown in FIG. 1 with a
“small” capacity cup placed in the receiving area 1120 (120,
235). At this point in the vend process, the customer has
selected the amount (e.g., small, medium or large) of the
beverage desired. By selecting and positioning the “small”
cup 1302 in the receiving area, the customer has selected to
receive a “small” beverage.

As shown in FIG. 13B, the cup 1302 blocks or prevents
light emitted from the lower emitter 1122a from being
detected at the corresponding detector 11224. Light emitted
from the middle and upper emitters 1122a remains unblocked
and is detected by their corresponding detectors 11225. As a
result, placement of the cup 1304 into the receiving area 1120
is detected. Further, the size of the cup 1304 is detected or
determined based on the passing or blockage of light received
by the various detectors 11225. Depending on the desired
processing and functionality therein, either the customer
device 1114 or the controller 1110 (see FIG. 11) may receive
and process signals from the sensors 1122 to determine the
size of the placed cup and control the panel/lights 1116 (and
the selection apparatus 110).

After cup size is detected, information is conveyed to the
customer indicating which of the overall selections (selec-
tions 1 through 8) are available for that chosen cup size. In
most cases, the available selections will be all of the selec-
tions (i.e., all selections available in that size beverage). How-
ever, there may some instances when a beverage is unavail-
able in the chosen size (i.e., only in “large” size). With
continued reference to FIG. 13B, this diagram further illus-
trates that all selection buttons 110 are available in the “small”
size. Thus, all buttons are shown illuminated.

After cup size is detected and the available beverage selec-
tions are indicated (and presumably after the customer has
deposited payment for the product), the customer will select
the desired beverage by depressing one of the illuminated



US 8,070,019 B2

15

selection buttons 110. Once selected, the vending apparatus
100 processes the selection by making the selected beverage
and ultimately dispenses the beverage into the cup 1304.
Because the vending apparatus 100 has automatically
detected the size of the cup placed in the receiving, the vend
process mixes and dispenses the appropriate amount of bev-
erage. After selection by the customer, the user interface of
the vending apparatus 100 ceases illumination of all other
possible beverage selections and illuminates only the actual
beverage selected. This is illustrated in FIG. 13C in which the
customer is shown to have selected Selection 3.

Now turning to FIG. 14, there is shown a basic method of
a customer selection and beverage vending process 1400 in
accordance with the present disclosure. At the onset, a cus-
tomer chooses a cup (e.g., 1302, 1304) from a plurality of
cups having different sizes and places the cup in the receiving
area 1120 of the vending apparatus 100 (step 1402). It will be
appreciated that payment by the customer occurs at some
point in the process 1400 which may occur at various points
in the process, as desired. It will also be understood that the
plurality of cups having different sizes will usually be located
adjacent the vending apparatus 100 (or may be stored in a
container attached to thereto).

After placement of the cup, the size of the cup is detected
by one or more sensors 1122 positioned within the receiving
area 1120 (step 1404). In one embodiment, the three differ-
ence sizes (small, medium and large) may be differentiated.

After the size of the placed cup is detected, the vending
apparatus 100 determines which selections (of the overall
possible selections) are available for the detected cup size and
the available selections are illuminated or otherwise con-
veyed to the customer (step 1406). As will be appreciated,
those available selections may also not include a selection
that would normally be available for that cup size, but is
unavailable due to another reason (e.g., the mix or beverage is
“sold out™).

Out of those available selections, the customer selects the
desired selection (step 1408). Upon selection, the other selec-
tions that were previously illuminated or otherwise available
for selection are shown as no longer available, and only the
chosen selection is illuminated (i.e., the customer is made
aware of the chosen selection)) (step 1410). In response to the
selection, the vending apparatus 100 makes and dispenses the
selected beverage/product into the cup (step 1412). Gener-
ally, the components illustrated in FIG. 11 and throughout
this application function to control the beverage vending pro-
cess.

This process provides for an enhanced yet simplified cus-
tomer selection process experience because the customer no
longer needs to input the cup size in the customer’s selection
process. Simply placing a cup (of the desired size) in the
receiving area 1120 is all that is necessary. This eliminates the
need for the customer to manually select or input a cup size.

It may be advantageous to set forth definitions of certain
words and phrases used throughout this patent document. The
terms “include” and “comprise,” as well as derivatives
thereof, mean inclusion without limitation. The term “or” is
inclusive, meaning and/or. The phrases “associated with” and
“associated therewith,” as well as derivatives thereof, mean to
include, be included within, interconnect with, contain, be
contained within, connect to or with, couple to or with, be
communicable with, cooperate with, interleave, juxtapose, be
proximate to, be bound to or with, have, have a property of; or
the like; and the term “controller” means any device, system
or part thereof that controls at least one operation, whether
such a device is implemented in hardware, firmware, software
or some combination of at least two of the same. It should be
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noted that the functionality associated with any particular
controller may be centralized or distributed, whether locally
or remotely.

While this disclosure has described certain embodiments
and generally associated methods, alterations and permuta-
tions of these embodiments and methods will be apparent to
those skilled in the art. Accordingly, the above description of
example embodiments does not define or constrain this dis-
closure.

Other changes, substitutions, and alterations are also pos-
sible without departing from the spirit and scope of this dis-
closure, as defined by the following claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A product dispensing apparatus for use in a vending
apparatus, the product dispensing apparatus comprising:

a product canister body defining an interior volume for

holding a product mix, the body including an outlet;

a dispensing mechanism configured to dispense a portion
of the product mix through the outlet, wherein the dis-
pensing mechanism comprises an auger and a drive
mechanism coupled to the auger for rotating the auger
about a longitudinal axis, the rotation of the auger mov-
ing the portion of the product mix along the longitudinal
axis toward the outlet; and

a plurality of agitators positioned within the interior vol-
ume of the product canister body and configured to
displace at least a portion of the product mix within the
product canister body in response to actuation of the
plurality of agitators, the plurality of agitators compris-
ing a first agitator and a second agitator positioned sub-
stantially parallel to the longitudinal axis of the auger,
wherein each of the first and second agitators is coupled
to the auger, wherein the first agitator comprises a first
plurality of teeth engaging a first portion of the auger and
the second agitator comprises a first plurality of teeth
engaging a second portion of the auger.

2. The product dispensing apparatus in accordance with
claim 1, wherein the first agitator further comprises at least
one protrusion extending from the first agitator and the sec-
ond agitator comprises at least one protrusion extending from
the second agitator, each of the at least one protrusions dis-
places product mix when the agitators move.

3. The product dispensing apparatus in accordance with
claim 2, wherein

the protrusions extend radially parallel to a lateral surface
of each agitator.

4. The product dispensing apparatus in accordance with
claim 3, wherein the protrusions extend past the teeth on each
agitator.

5. The product dispensing apparatus in accordance with
claim 4, wherein the protrusions pass alongside the auger
during rotation of each agitator.

6. The product dispensing apparatus in accordance with
claim 5, wherein the protrusions are mounted on posts formed
on the lateral surface of each agitator.

7. The product dispensing apparatus in accordance with
claim 2, wherein each of the first and second agitators is
circular in shape.

8. The product dispensing apparatus in accordance with
claim 1, further comprising:

a drive mechanism coupled to the dispensing mechanism
and configured to drive the dispensing mechanism to
carry the portion of the product mix to the outlet, the first
and second agitators each coupled to the drive mecha-
nism and positioned above the dispensing mechanism.

9. The product dispensing apparatus in accordance with
claim 8,
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wherein the auger couples the first agitator and the second

agitator to the drive mechanism.

10. The product dispensing apparatus in accordance with
claim 9, wherein each of the first and second agitators com-
prise

at least one protrusion for displacing product mix within

the product canister body when the auger is activated.

11. A method of dispensing dry product mix from a product
canister, the method comprising:

storing dry product mix within an interior volume ofabody

of the product canister;

activating a first agitator positioned within the interior vol-

ume and contacting the dry product mix;
activating a second agitator positioned within the interior
volume and contacting the dry product mix; and
dispensing a portion of the dry product mix within the
interior volume through an outlet within the body of the
product canister by
activating a drive mechanism coupled to an auger posi-
tioned within a lower portion of the product canister,
and
rotating the auger to move the dry product mix toward
the outlet, and

wherein rotating the auger activates the first agitator and

the second agitator, wherein activating the first agitator
further comprises rotating the first agitator about a first
fixed axis and moving at least one protrusion coupled to
the first agitator to loosen and lift the dry product mix,
and wherein activating the second agitator further com-
prises rotating the second agitator about a second fixed
axis and moving at least one protrusion coupled to the
second agitator to loosen and lift the dry product mix.

12. The method in accordance with claim 11, wherein

each of the first and second agitators comprise a first plu-

rality of teeth for engaging the auger.

13. The method in accordance with claim 12, wherein each
of the first and second agitators comprise a plurality of pro-
trusions for displacing product mix within the product canis-
ter body when the auger is activated.

14. The method in accordance with claim 13, wherein

the protrusions extend radially parallel to a lateral surface

of' the agitator past the teeth on the agitator, mounted on
posts formed on the lateral surface of the agitator, and
pass alongside the auger during rotation of the agitator.

15. A vending system for providing a mixed beverage, the
vending system comprising:

a customer order system operable for receiving a customer

order for a mixed beverage;

a dry beverage mix product dispensing apparatus storing

dry beverage mix therein and operable for dispensing a
predetermined portion of the dry beverage mix;
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a mixing chamber for mixing liquid and the predetermined
dry beverage mix portion dispensed from the product
canister into a mixed beverage;

a discharge outlet from the mixing chamber to dispense the
mixed beverage into a customer receptacle; and

wherein the dry beverage product dispensing apparatus
further comprises,

a product canister body defining an interior volume for
storing the dry beverage mix, the body including an
outlet,

a dispensing mechanism for dispensing a portion of the
dry beverage mix through the outlet, the dispensing
mechanism further comprising an auger and a drive
mechanism coupled to the auger for rotating the auger
about a longitudinal axis, the rotation of the auger
moving the portion of the dry beverage mix along the
longitudinal axis toward the outlet, and

a plurality of agitators positioned within the interior
volume of the product canister body for displacing at
least a portion of the dry beverage mix within the
product canister body in response to actuation of the
plurality of agitators, the plurality of agitators com-
prising a first agitator and a second agitator each posi-
tioned substantially parallel to the longitudinal axis of
the auger and each coupled to the auger, the first
agitator comprising a first plurality of teeth engaging
a first portion of the auger and the second agitator
comprising a first plurality of teeth engaging a second
portion of the auger.

16. The vending apparatus in accordance with claim 15,
wherein the first agitator further comprises at least one pro-
trusion extending from the first agitator and the second agi-
tator comprises at least one protrusion extending from the
second agitator, each of the at least one protrusions displaces
dry beverage mix when the agitators move.

17. The vending system in accordance with claim 16,
wherein

the protrusions extend radially parallel to a lateral surface
of each agitator.

18. The vending system in accordance with claim 17,

wherein the protrusions extend past the teeth on each agitator.

19. The vending system in accordance with claim 18,
wherein the protrusions pass alongside the auger during rota-
tion of each agitator.

20. The vending system in accordance with claim 19,
wherein the protrusions are mounted on posts formed on the
lateral surface of each agitator.



